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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Climate Movement: What’s Next? 


Bill McKibben 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


| came to climate activism gradually. In 1989, when my book The End of Nature was published, 

it was the first book on global warming for a general audience. For the next fifteen, | worked 
mainly as a writer and speaker. That’s because | was analyzing the problem incorrectly. In my 
estimation, we were arguing about the science of climate change. Is it real? How bad is it? How 
bad will it become? Being a writer, and an academic, | thought the right response seemed clear: 


shed light on the issue through more books, more articles, and more symposia. 


At a certain point, though, | began to realize that we weren't engaged in an argument at all. The 
scientific debate had already been settled by about 1995, with the first major Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report. The scientific community had reached a clear consensus, 
yet governments did not take action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. We were in a fight, not 
a discourse. Like most fights, it was about power and money. Another book or symposium was 


unlikely to move the needle. 


On the other side of the fight stood the fossil fuel industry, with the richest—and hence most 
politically powerful—enterprises in human history. We weren't going to match them dollar for 
dollar, or even penny for dollar. History indicates that in such unequal situations, the only option 
is to build a movement large enough to provide a countervailing force. It has happened before, 
such as with the movements for women’s suffrage, civil rights, and, most recently, marriage 
equality. Those were all hard fought, but a climate movement is harder because no one has 


made trillions of dollars being a bigot, but people do make trillions selling coal, oil and gas. 
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My expanded understanding prompted me to found 350.0rg, which initially consisted of myself 
and seven undergraduates. The biggest problem with climate change was that it seemed so 
large—and we seemed so small next to it. It was hard to feel hope and easy to walk away. 
Nevertheless, each student took one of the seven continents, and we set out to organize. All 
over the world, we found people who wanted to act. Our first task was to show that there was a 
large constituency for action. So, in our first big action in 2008, we managed to coordinate 5,100 
simultaneous demonstrations in 181 countries, which CNN called the most widespread day of 


political action in the planet's history. 


We've gone on to organize about 20,000 such rallies, in every country but North Korea. 350.org 
is still, | believe, the largest group that works solely on climate change, with a not-so-large staff 
of 120 spread around the world. On the ground, we have found a huge if diffuse movement, 
made up mostly of indigenous and other frontline communities bearing the brunt of the fossil 
fuel industry. Much of our work is thus focused on coordinating the multitude of worthy efforts 


already underway. 


Given the urgency of the climate crisis, we also quickly saw the need to move beyond education 
to confrontation—hence, in the US, the birth of the continent-wide Keystone pipeline fight. 
There was already a movement in place in the tar sands of Alberta and on the prairies of 
Nebraska through which the proposed pipeline would pass. But we nationalized the movement, 
with demonstrations in DC and pressure on President Barack Obama. So far, the pipeline remains 
unbuilt. Every project like this around the world (e.g., fracking wells, coal ports, LNG terminals) is a 


target for opposition. We may not always win, but we always make life harder for the industry. 


On another front, we realized that, to be successful, we needed to systematically confront the 
instruments used to sustain the dominance of fossil fuels. Thus, we launched the divestment 
movement in 2012 with the goal of reducing the financing for and, more importantly, social 
acceptance of the extraction of fossil fuels. It has grown much faster than we expected, and 

it is now the largest anti-corporate campaign of its kind in history, with commitments from 
endowments and other portfolios worth about $8 trillion. Goldman Sachs said recently that the 
campaign is the main contributor to driving the prices of coal shares down sixty percent, and 


Shell said it had become a “material risk” to its business. 
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In retrospect, | think the most important development in this movement has been the strong 
emergence of a “climate justice” focus, uniting the climate fight with the broader fight for human 
rights and dignity. There are so many great leaders now leading the struggle that | don’t want to 
list any for fear of leaving many out. But for the last five years, my job has been to move into the 


background as much as possible, seeking to highlight the work of others. 


Looking ahead, the biggest challenge facing the movement remains the strength of the 
opposition. With unlimited cash, it has managed to dominate politics, especially in the US. 

The Koch Brothers are two of the biggest political donors, as well as the biggest oil and gas 
barons and biggest leaseholders in the tar sands. Give them, and the larger industry, credit: they 
have managed to make US the only country on earth not taking part in the Paris Agreement, 
abandoning the international coordination of emission reductions. They even got the US to 


backtrack on something as obvious and simple as automobile fuel efficiency standards. 


| do think that, in the long run, they will lose. The science gets stronger with each passing week, 
and every hurricane and fire makes the issue more salient—and more urgent—for more people. 
The newest polling shows that climate is much higher on the list of items that Americans worry 
about and vote on than it used to be, and that trend will continue given the inexorable impacts 


of our changing climate. 


Seventy-five years from now, we will run the world on sun and wind because they're free. These 
new technologies, whose prices have plummeted in the last decade, excite everyone. Polling 


shows that the political left, right, and center all love photovoltaics. 


Still, the “long run” remains the problem. | worry that we can’t make change happen fast enough. 
If we continue on the current trajectory, the planet that in seventy-five years runs on sun and 
wind will be a broken one. The strategy of the industry is to extend its business model another 
decade or two, even at the cost of breaking the planet. They want to make the transition 


untraumatic for themselves, even if it is traumatic for all life on earth. 


Going forward, the movement needs to grow bigger and stronger. The strength of movements 


is a direct reflection of how many people are involved. And a movement must be bigger than 
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the sum of its constituent organizations. We need a combination of breadth organizing and 
depth organizing. The first are the broad, low-barrier-to-entry, consciousness-raising efforts— 
think about the student Climate Strikes now underway thanks to the inspiration of Sweden's 
Greta Thunberg. The second are the grittier, detailed efforts to get particular policies adopted— 
say, the state-by-state and city-by-city fight for renewable portfolio standards that specify 
minimum levels of energy production from wind, solar, biomass, and geothermal. And the third is 
an overarching framework to inspire action: for example, the incredibly exciting fight for a Green 
New Deal now being debated in US political circles and other countries. Together, these three 


components are the foundation for a bigger, stronger movement. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


lam not great with eschatology; | don’t know the final destination. While | don’t know how to 
change the “system,” the urgent nature of the climate crisis doesn't let us simply put off action. 


The biophysics doesn’t allow it. 


That said, progress on the climate fight in its own right can help drive systemic change. Think 
about who dominates the prevailing political-economic system. So many of the major players 
have gained their power by controlling the scarce, geographically concentrated supplies of 

fossil fuel—players like Vladimir Putin, the Koch brothers, the Saudi royal family, and Exxon. If we 
replace fossil fuels with sun and wind, the effect will inevitably lead to at least some erosion of 
the current power structure. In general, to achieve the shift from fossil fuels to renewable energy, 


decentralized and local is where we need to be headed. 


Going forward, we must fight for the changes we know we need to make for a livable planet 
and, at the same time, make the world a fairer place. Some of this is inherent. Because sun and 
wind are intrinsically local, for instance, they reduce some of the power imbalances inherent in 

an economy based on who controls the small patches of ground above oil and gas. There will 

be solar billionaires, | imagine, but there won't be solar Koch Brothers or solar Saudi royal families, 
because the diffuse nature of non-fossil fuels tends to disperse rather than concentrate economic 
power. But enabling such a shift requires an intentional strategy to structure renewable energy so 


that its ownership and control is as local as possible. That was the particular genius of Germany’s 
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Energiewende law, which proposes a plan to democratize energy supply in the transition to a 


low-carbon, reliable, and affordable energy system. 


The climate crisis could be the lever for other kinds of transformative change. Again, look at 
the discourse around the Green New Deal, which reflects a deep policy shift in the direction of 
fairness and equity. Like the New Deal of the 1930s, this proposal would be an economy-wide 
mobilization in the direction of greater justice, with the “green” part a reference to the fact that 
our main goal is not ending an economic depression but the full-scale decarbonization of the 
economy in light of the climate crisis. Such synergy between social and environmental issues 


holds great potential. 


Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


The climate threat is so pressing and so intermingled with current economic arrangements, that 
it provides the best possible lever for making profound change in other aspects of the economy 


such as rampant inequality, as Naomi Klein articulates so well in her book This Changes Everything. 


Social movements across diverse issues are inherently linked because they share a common 
critique of the status quo, whether you call it neoliberalism, predatory capitalism, or simply 
capitalism. All kinds of collaboration, both philosophic and strategic, are possible. Look, for 
instance, at the crucial role of indigenous groups and the indigenous rights movement. Shunted 
off to what we once thought were valueless wastelands, these communities often live atop fossil 
fuel resources or astride the transportation routes needed for pipelines and other infrastructure. 
As such, they are natural allies in the fight against climate change. Indeed they are important 
leaders in the fight, and they bring a worldview that challenges the status quo with enormous 


clout. 


Fighting for their human and legal rights often means complicating the lives of the fossil fuel 
industry. Specifically, it is crucial that the worldviews associated with indigenous peoples, 
human rights advocates, and other movements are recognized for their close alignment with 
the scientific data pertaining to the climate crisis. The oldest and newest wisdom traditions on 


the planet are powerfully synching up while casting considerable doubt on the conventional 
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wisdoms—extraction, accumulation, commodification—that have dominated our economic and 


political world. 


For another example, look at the potential alliance between climate and anti-war movements, 
driven by the realization that most conflict in this century is going to be driven by climate 
disruption. Indeed, it already is: a severe drought in Syria, for instance, helped touch off years of 
deadly civil war. More broadly, climate disruption is widely recognized as the biggest obstacle 
to realizing the UN Sustainable Development Goals, including the reduction of poverty and 
inequality. In the last couple of years, hunger and child labor are both on the increase again, 
thanks to warming-caused disasters. All these conditions point to opportunities for alliance 


building across movements to accelerate transformational change. 


| have never been a Pollyanna. The cheerful title of my first book, after all, was The End of Nature. 
And its thirty-year sequel is Falter: Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself Out? But | do sense 
that, at a moment when the climate emergency has become obvious and pressing, we might 
begin to pivot. If we do, we could progress very far very fast, especially if the climate movement 
forges alliances with other movements. The extremely rapid fall in the price of renewable energy 
and electric storage is one indication that the necessary conditions for rapid change are now in 


place. 


We are not going to stop climate change—that is no longer on the menu. Standing on the 
Greenland ice shelf last summer and seeing it melting was sobering. We're now playing for 
whether warming is going to reach 2, 3 or 4 °C, with the latter appearing increasingly likely. 
That range of temperature rise means we still can decide to sustain a livable civilization. But the 


window for survival is closing fast. 


We must use this moment as crucial leverage to push the planet in a new direction. Let us try. If 
we succeed, then we have risen to the greatest crisis humans have ever faced and shown that the 


big brain was a useful evolutionary adaptation. If we fail—well, we better to go down trying. 
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About the Author 


Bill McKibben is an environmentalist, founder of the global grassroots 
climate advocacy organization 350.org, and author of more than a dozen 
books, most recently Falter: Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself Out? 
He is the winner of the Gandhi Peace Prize, the Thomas Merton Prize, and 
the Right Livelihood Prize. 
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Globalizing the Movement 


Tom Athanasiou 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


| have been asking people what they think has changed in the last year, and why. Most seem to 
agree that something has definitely shifted. If we had to choose one slogan to represent the 
pivot we are now passing though, it would be hard to beat Vaclav Havel and his notion of 
“living in truth.” It isan option that more people are exercising, people who are sick of the lies— 


even the comforting ones. 


| know a few “climate communications” experts, and | have recently been enjoying teasing 
them about their long campaign to soft-pedal the science, a campaign that, particularly after 
the last IPCC report, looks a bit past its prime. They have had their reasons of course (the fact 
that despair can be a pacifying force, for instance), and while these justifications have not 
entirely dissipated, it is interesting to see how much less compelling they seem than just a few 


years ago. We are in very serious trouble, and there is no way forward unless we admit it. 


If we are going to be honest about the state of the climate movement, we need to 
acknowledge that we are in a pretty awkward spot. We know now how much trouble we are 
really in, but we do not know what we are going to do about it. More precisely, we don't have a 
positive transition story that we actually believe in. And we won't, unless we really face the 


justice side of the problem. 


Despite the brilliant green tech breakthroughs that are now at our door, the tech revolution is 
not going to save us. It is going to give us an opening, and it is going to make it possible for us 


to save ourselves. But we still have to do so, and we will need more than nonviolent resistance. 
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We will also need sustained and visionary planetary-scale cooperation, and that is simply 
impossible at today’s level of extreme economic inequality. So redistribution has to be part of 


the core story, and we don't know how to talk about it, not at a planetary scale. 


“Living in truth” is not in itself a transition strategy, and neither is being anticapitalist. They are 


just beginnings. 


Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


This brings me to Bill McKibben’s opener. | agree with everything he said in it, but, if | may, he’s 
only talking about part of the movement. His organizing focus is the zero-sum “game” that we 
are “playing” against the fossil/neoliberal/exterminist complex, but there is also a second game 
in play, and we have to win it, too, if our victory is not to be a Pyrrhic one. This is the global 
game of emergency cooperation, the global commons game, and while (fortunately) it is a 


non-zero-sum game, this does not make it any easier to win. 


Yes, we need a meta-movement, but it needs to be a planetary one. Alas, the Green New Deal 
vision, fantastic though it is, does not in itself fill this gap. We have to be measured and 
strategic, but at the same time we have to start talking, seriously, about a global Green New 
Deal that is more than just a proliferation of national Green New Deals. Minimally, every national 
campaign needs an international plank, and if we want a real meta- movement, we have to go 
beyond this and give some real thought to planetary strategy and institutions in and of 


themselves. 


Here, I'd like to suggest that we declare a moratorium on vague critiques of the Paris Agreement. 
Paris was built to be strengthened, which it will be, as soon as the world nations decide to 
strengthen it, which by the way is going to be a lot easier with a first version on the books than 

it would be without it. So think about Paris, and think about the Green New Deal, and think 
about the green technology revolution, as building blocks. The question is how to put all the 
building blocks together—and fast. If anything, it is clear that this means redirecting trillion-dollar 
investment flows, and that this, in turn, means thinking globally, because it absolutely means 
pumping massive amounts of public money into the Green Climate Fund (and other effort- 


sharing mechanisms) so that we can actually animate the Paris system. In practice, we have to 
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achieve the first-round pledges of national action, all of them, all around the world, even as we 
push our respective nations to put stronger pledges on the books. Remember, we are aiming for 
a global emissions level that is about 45% below the 2010 level by 2030. We are not going to hit it 


with bottom-up action alone, and we need to push for it within the existing institutional context. 


We also need a plan for how we are going to deal with the terrible impacts of climate change. 
Think about large-scale global migration, which will be major issue as the equatorial belt 

warms towards uninhabitability, and think about how this migration is going to strengthen the 
“authoritarian nationalist” forces rising in the wake of neoliberalism’s destruction. This is a justice 
challenge of the first order, and we are not going to face it successfully if we are distracted by 
civil war. Think about the chaos that is going to rise if the fossil sector begins to collapse, as it 
must. People are talking about the “well-managed” phase out of fossil energy, but what does this 
actually mean? There are going to be losers as well as winners, and the losers cannot just be left 
to their own devices. And we need the global trade and finance regimes to be redesigned so 


that they support rather than undermine the international climate regime. All of which is to say is 


that the Green New Deal is a huge step forward, but that it is not nearly enough, not even at the 


level of a transition vision, not if we intend to mobilize at scale. 


So we are in a pivot right now, but really it is just childhood’s end. We see how much trouble 
we are in. But if we are going to get serious about the emergency mobilization, we are going 

to have to get down to hard and practical questions about transitional justice, including global 
transitional justice. And we are going to have to do so without wishing nations away, because 
they aren't going away. It is not enough to talk about state and local alternatives. When it comes 
to stabilizing the climate, the single most important fact may simply be that most of the people 


on the planet are still very poor. It can’t be us against them. It won't work. 


So do we need a meta-movement? Yes, and it better be internationalist. 
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The Larger Struggle: Mitigating Capitalism 


Hans Baer 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


The climate movement both at the international level and within specific countries is quite 
disparate, meriting a distinction between climate activists per se and climate justice activists. 
Representatives of the former include organizations such as the Climate Action Network, 
Greenpeace, and Al Gore’s Climate Reality Project, which emphasize the need for renewables, 
energy efficiency, and other techno-fixes and attempt to work within the parameters of global 
capitalism. Others, such as Friends of the Earth, Climate Justice Action, and various socialist and 
anarchist groups, are attuned to the enormous social inequalities along class, racial, ethnic, and 
gender lines within the context of the capitalist world system, and spotlight how climate 
change most adversely impacts the poor, women, and indigenous peoples around the world. 
Climate justice activists seek to transcend global capitalism, thus prompting them to use the 
byline, “system change, not climate change.” Despite internal differences, climate activists of 
varying political orientations tend to converge on specific campaigns, such as blockages 
against Keystone Pipeline in North America and the Stop Adani! campaign against a proposed 


coal mine in northeast Australia. 


However, the distinctiveness of climate justice action has been coopted to some degree by 
elites such as Mary Robinson, the former president of Ireland, a UN Special Envoy on Climate 
Change, and the author of Climate Justice (2008). She believes that economic growth built on 
sustainable energy and land use will safeguard the lives of the most vulnerable from the effects 
of climate change and offer the best chance of lifting more communities out of poverty. What 


she does not address is how such objectives can be achieved without radical and economic 
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change. How can she reconcile a desire for environmental sustainability with her membership 
in the B-Team, a group of business leaders (formed at Davos) that includes Richard Branson, 
whose Virgin Galactica project promises space tourism for the super-rich? Robinson's efforts, 
regardless how well-intended, essentially domesticate the notion of climate justice, reducing it 
to a moral problem that can purportedly be solved by persuading the rich and corporations to 


do better. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


As an ecosocialist, | arn a staunch advocate for the eradication of global capitalism, which | view 
as the main driver of anthropogenic climate change. Many climate activists continue to be 
reluctant to identify capitalism as the “elephant in the room,” thinking that doing so will alienate 
many mainstream progressives. Within the Australian context where | operate, some climate 
activists will even engage in “red-baiting” of ecosocialists within the movement. As the Australian 
Greens have tried to mainstream themselves, they have likewise made life for ecosocialists and 


ecoanarchists within the party very uncomfortable. 


Nevertheless, | believe that climate activists need to advance alternatives to capitalism, not just 
tweaks like the adoption of renewables, electric cars, and carbon pricing. We anthropologists 
understand that social systems do not last forever. European feudalism persisted for some 900 
years but gradually evolved into capitalism, which over the course of 500 years evolved into 

a world system. Many scholars and activists argue that the world tried socialism and it failed, 

as was illustrated by the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the emergence authoritarian regimes 
such as Maoist China, North Korea, and Pol Pot Cambodia. These efforts to construct socialism 
failed for a variety of historical and social-structural, internal and external, factors. Now, socialism 
needs to be re-envisioned for the twenty-first century, an effort underway in various quarters, 
including among those developing the notion of ecosocialism. We need to transcend speaking 


of “postcapitalism” without clearly envisioning what should be next. 


Whatever we term the next system—ecosocialism, ecoanarchism, postcapitalism, global 
democracy, Great Transition—the more crucial question is how we go from A to B, from 


capitalism to whatever we may wish to term B. Needed are radical transitional system- 
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challenging reforms, such as new left parties; steep emissions taxes at sites of production; 

public ownership of the means of production; increased social equality; stabilization of global 
population; broadened democratic structures; meaningful work and shorter work week; a steady- 
state global economy; energy efficiency, renewable energy sources, appropriate technology, and 
green jobs; public transportation; sustainable food production and forestry; postconsumerism; 
sustainable trade; and eco- and community-friendly settlement patterns. The transitional steps 
provide loose guidelines, not a blueprint, for shifting human societies toward a more socially just, 
democratic, and environmentally sustainable system that can return the planet to a safer climate. 
Constructing an alternative to global capitalism is the ultimate climate mitigation strategy, even 
though it will not be achieved anytime soon, if indeed ever. Along the way, of course, many of 
the more modest objectives promoted by the climate movement would be part of a transition 


to an alternative world system, one that will be manifested in different ways in different countries. 


Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


Social movements will play a crucial role in initiating the radical transitional reforms that | 
have delineated. These include the labor, anti-corporate, justice, ethnic, women’s, indigenous, 
environmental, climate, and peace movements, all of which have tendencies or segments 
that are explicitly anti-systemic. Also, radically changing the world will require a multiplicity of 
interstitial movements situated within mainstream society where people develop alternative 


social relations and communities? 


Social movements have historically focused on relatively limited objectives, whether better 
wages and working conditions in the case of the labor movement, voting rights and economic 
and educational opportunities in the case of the women’s and civil rights movements, regulation 
in the case of the environment movement, and so on. The challenge anti-systemic movements 
now face is uniting in their struggle against a common foe, namely, global capitalism. Ethnic, 
national, religious, and cultural differences too often have divided subalterns around the 

world and prevented their forming a united revolutionary movement. A viable anticapitalist 
movement will have to address the material impoverishment of much of the world’s population. 


Many parties, ranging from the World Bank to entertainment celebrities, make appeals to 
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“eradicate extreme poverty” or “make poverty history.” However, “make wealth, particularly 
extreme wealth, history,” and the eradication of poverty will follow. Personally, | hope that the 
ecosocialist vision will serve as an integrative focus for anti-systemic movements, including 
the climate justice movement, within nation-states and transnationally, although | recognize 


how daunting this task will be. 


Much of the climate movement is focused on moving beyond fossil fuels, a worthwhile 
endeavor. However, just as capitalism operated on other forms of energy prior to the 
Industrial Revolution, capitalism could theoretically operate on renewable sources of energy, 
which will also require enormous resources to develop and maintain. Even though some 
version of green capitalism might bring down greenhouse gas emissions to some degree, it 
would not address the social inequities, limited democracy, militarism, and the threat of 


nuclear warfare that are part and parcel of global capitalism. 


Climate justice and social activists face an incredibly daunting task. The next two or three 
decades, if not the next decade, will bring great hardship for much of humanity, exacerbated 
by the rise of authoritarianism, including in the US White House. As climate change 
increasingly impacts human and non-human beings, the powers-that-be will be inclined to 
construct a Fortress World to protect their privileges, borders, and market system. There are 
no easy fixes to these grim realities, but it is imperative that climate activists become climate 


justice activists as part of a meta-movement to challenge and transcend global capitalism. 


Notes 


1.1 develop this argument further in my book Global Capitalism and Climate Change: The Need for an 
Alternative World System (New York: Altamira Press, 2012). 


2. For more on this, see John Holloway, Crack Capitalism (London: Pluto Press, 2010). 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Green New Climate Deal 


Jeremy Brecher 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


The climate movement in the US and around the world has gone through two main phases 
and is entering a third. The first, starting with the confirmation of man-made global warming, 
was a movement of environmental organizations in alliance with governments and the UN 
focused primarily on lobbying governments for legislation and international agreements. The 
second, which gathered steam after the breakdown of climate protection efforts at 
Copenhagen, was a direct action movement, largely initiated by indigenous movements and 
350.0rg, independent of governments, using civil disobedience targeting fossil fuel 
infrastructure to mobilize opposition to fossil fuel corporations. The third phase, pioneered by 
the Sunrise Movement and expressed in the massive activity around the Green New Deal 


(GND), is a complex phenomenon with several important novel aspects. 


One novelty of this new configuration is its relation to the political system. Sunrise has used 
electoral, lobbying, and direct action techniques to target the Democratic Party, challenging 
the leadership for inaction and fossil-fuel-funded politicians for their opposition to climate 
protection. It has thereby contrasted the indecisiveness of Democratic leaders with a climate- 
passionate Democratic rank and file. At the same time, it has supported a new wing of climate 
protection candidates. This strategy is rather similar to the Tea Party’s strategy in the Republican 
Party. Indeed, it reflects a more general breakdown in the boundary between political parties 
and social movements. The Extinction Rebellion and the Student Strike for Climate movements 


also represent a shift to using direct action techniques against governments and politicians. 


A second shift is the GND’s advocacy of strong government leadership and authority in the 
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transition to climate safety. This includes economic planning, macroeconomic management, 
public investment, and extensive regulation and control, modeled on the expanded 
government economic authority of the New Deal and World War Il homefront mobilization. 
This differs sharply from both the market-oriented strategies of mainstream climate policy and 


the community-based approaches often advocated by the climate justice movement. 


A third feature of the GND is a climate policy that is specifically directed to the needs of the 
working class. That includes a universal guarantee of jobs for all; expansion of union rights; 

full employment; extensive apprenticeship and training programs; job ladders; restoration and 
expansion of the social safety net such as Medicare for All; and policies to eliminate the 


discrimination and marginalization of historically disadvantaged groups. 


A fourth characteristic of the GND is its insistence on public policies that are actually designed 
to meet the targets and timetables for greenhouse gas reduction laid out by climate science. 
This contrasts to most previous legislative agendas. While the effort is constantly attacked for 
being “unrealistic,” the insistence on specific goals has put the urgency of the climate 
emergency on the political agenda in an unprecedented way and forced discussion on what is 


actually necessary to stabilize the climate. 


Sunrise has recruited more than 100 senators and representatives and almost all the 
announced Democratic presidential candidates to support the GND resolution. It has organized 
more than 100 Sunrise hubs around the country and over 200 GND town halls in 46 states 
designed to create an organized base for political and direct action. It is organizing for large- 
scale mass mobilization at the presidential debates demanding that candidates support the 
GND. Its leaders regularly point out that even if a GND supporter is elected president, massive 


popular mobilization will be necessary to overcome the resistance to a genuine GND. 


The GND movement is surrounded by dangers. Most obvious is the counterattack from the 
right based on fear and distortion. But the GND is also threatened by some of those who should 
be its strongest supporters. Parts of organized labor that have allied with the fossil fuel industry 


have exercised hegemony over the energy policy of major unions. While the GND is wildly 
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popular with the Democratic Party base, much of the leadership, influenced in part by large 


fossil fuel industry contributions, has treated it as a threat to be managed. 


Even parts of the progressive, climate, and climate justice movements, while giving verbal 
support to a “green new deal” of some sort, have stood aloof from many of the GND’s most 
positive elements. Whether driven by honest disagreements, turf protection, or other motives, 
there has been widespread skepticism on the left about such GND elements as the jobs 
guarantee and the rapid timetable for the transition to fossil-free energy. Meanwhile, GND 
advocates call for wide discussion of policies to implement such objectives. Anyone who cares 
about climate, workers, and justice can participate in that discussion—in the context of fighting 


for the GND. 


Opposition from the friends of fossil fuels, combined with tepid support from the supposed 
friends of climate protection, workers, and justice, could easily turn the GND into one more 
inadequate, toothless, feel-good public relations fig leaf. In a worst-case scenario, the initiative 
could morph into a cover for expanding nuclear energy, geoengineering, “clean coal,” and 
other environmental nightmares. Fortunately, we have the start of aGND movement that is 
alert to these dangers and mobilizing to push back against them. The outcome is likely to be 


largely determined by how hard those of us who should be fighting for the GND actually do so. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


Mainstream climate policy has largely accepted the priority of profit maximization, hoping 

that climate protection can be made profitable through some combination of subsidies and 
incentives. In the US context, the Green New Deal represents a sharp break with those priorities. 
It calls for the government to use its authority to radically reduce fossil fuel emissions and to do 
so in a way that increases the power of workers and reduces multiple forms of social injustice. 
While such policies represent a change in the existing system, they certainly do not represent 
the replacement of capitalism by a system without private property, markets, competition, 


classes, or the profit motive. 


Can GND-type policies in themselves radically reduce climate destruction? Can they be 


implemented without more radical changes in the capitalist economy? The truth is that we 
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don't know how compatible effective climate protection is with capitalism. On the one 
hand, we know that the threat of modest reforms can lead to capital flight and capital 
strikes. On the other hand, we know that capitalism has taken such enormous changes as 
the abolition of slavery and the mid-twentieth-century institutionalization of trade unions 


and collective bargaining in its stride. 


The rational thing to do under such conditions of uncertainty is to start implementing the 
measures that are necessary to protect the climate while compensating for the negative 
consequences we can clearly anticipate. We know that shutting down fossil fuel use will 
threaten the jobs of fossil fuel workers and their communities; we therefore must implement 
just transition policies that provide them an acceptable alternative. We know that halting 
GHG emissions will radically reduce existing energy production; we therefore must have a 
planned phase-in of an alternative energy system. We know that major changes in the 
economy can lead to destabilization and depression; we therefore must have 


macroeconomic policies available to counter such effects. 


It is possible that climate protection will require further changes. Elimination of fossil fuels 
might raise energy costs, although this seems unlikely given the fall in the costs of 
renewable energy. The energy industry and the investor class might engage in a capital 
strike, refusing to invest in fossil-free energy even if it meant bringing on economic chaos 
and depression. In such an event, a government committed to climate protection would 
have to intervene and use its authority to control or take over the industry — as it did in 
World War Il. And it would have to use macroeconomic policy to counter depression. It is 
worth thinking about such contingencies in advance, but concrete policies will need to flow 


from the actual problems that people face along the way to climate safety. 


Effective climate protection will still leave a host of devastating problems here on earth. The 
struggle against them will undoubtedly need to continue and grow. The GND can provide a 
starting point for that struggle—or serve as a vehicle for its cooptation. What is needed to 

drive it farther and prevent cooptation is a movement that keeps pushing for it—and keeps 


pushing it. 
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Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


Do we need a meta-movement “binding disparate movements into a coherent force for a 
just and sustainable future?” The Green New Deal already is such a movement. It integrates 
the needs and demands of environmentalism, ecological restoration, social justice, racial 
equality, workers’ rights, restorative agriculture, and many other challenges to our unjust and 
unsustainable world order into a practical program which, if inevitably imperfect, provides an 
opportunity to fix what we know how to fix and get a crash course in how to fix the rest. The 
GND cannot and should not try to subsume all the other necessary movements, but it can 
serve as a zone of convergence for a meta-movement that pools the power of many 


movements in the interest of human survival. 


That emerging meta-movement goes far beyond the borders of the US. The vision of the 
GND is spreading worldwide. It is being adopted by the climate movement in many 
countries. In Europe, DiEM25 and the European Spring coalition are campaigning for a 
detailed Green New Deal agenda. In the UK, a new campaign is pushing similar legislation. 
The GND has become a core element of the program of the worldwide Student Strike for 


Climate. 


The next phase of the climate movement is here. It may provide a last opportunity that many 
of us thought we would never have. Are we willing to let that opportunity slip through our 


fingers? 


About the Author 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Charting How We Get There 


Guy Dauncey 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


| share Bill McKibben’s sentiments 100%. | have worked in the climate trenches for twenty 
years, and | have always said that if you think you understand the climate crisis and you haven't 
yet had that awful sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach, you haven't understood the 


climate crisis. 


The global climate movement built steadily until the failed Copenhagen Climate Summit in 
2009, after which so many people felt defeated. It was soon rebuilding, however, and by 2015, 
it was strong again following the successful Paris Climate Conference. Since then, there has 
been a steady increase in the intensity of organizing, and this year it has jumped to the highest 
level | have ever known, pushed by the “FridaysforFuture” School Climate Strikes, the Climate 
Emergency Movement, the Green New Deal, and Extinction Rebellion. The term climate 
emergency is now being used widely, and there is growing understanding that we are also in 


an ecological emergency. 


When | ponder the future of the climate movement, my thoughts are informed by three 


lessons: 


e That it is wrong to sweet-talk what's happening: people absolutely need to realize how 
grim things will be if emissions continue to rise. 

e That it is equally essential to talk about the thousand solutions that already exist. When | 
give a talk, | devote ten minutes to the crisis and fifty to the solutions, using slides to 
show photos of solar projects, great cycling cities and electric cars, and data for falling 


prices that encourage a sense of excitement. 
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e That the deeper the understanding of the looming catastrophe and the more 
commanding the understanding of the solutions, the greater is the frustration about how 


so little is being done, and people's willingness to engage in action. 


In the big picture, | believe that we are at the beginning of a Great Transition to a New 
Ecological Civilization. From my reading of history, a change as great as this moves through 


twelve stages. 


In Stage 1 (Comfort), all is well. There is change, invasion, death, and upheaval (as ever), but the 
foundations of the civilization are solid. This was the state of the feudal era in Europe in the 


twelfth century, and of the industrial era in Europe and North America during the 1950s. 


In Stage 2 (Crisis), there is such an accumulation of trouble and woe that people snap, and lose 
belief in the rightness of the era. This happened to feudalism in the eighteenth century, and it is 
happening to the industrial era right now, prompted by the climate and ecological 


emergencies and the parallel economic and cultural crises. 


In Stage 3 (Emergence), new feelings, values and sentiments emerge. As the feudal era moved 
into crisis, people wanted to throw off the chains of servitude. As the industrial era moves into 
crisis, people are wanting to deepen their inner connection with nature and restore a sense of 
community to the cities, towns, and villages where they live, to heal their increasingly lonely 


lives. 


In Stage 4 (New Ideas), thinkers and philosophers give voice to the new feelings. As the feudal 
era ended, new ideas emerged around science, inquiry, reason, and individual liberty, finding 
expression in the Reformation and the Enlightenment. As the industrial era ends, new ideas 
are emerging around evolutionary theory, consciousness, permaculture, a green economy, the 
importance of community, and cooperative economic development without dependence on 


growth. 


At every stage, supporters of the old order fight back, using whatever means they can get away 


with. At the end of the feudal era these included oppression, punishment, exile, and execution. 
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At the end of the industrial era, they include corporate control of the media, corporate intrusion 


into universities, the denial of academic advance to new thinkers, and social media trolling. 


In Stage 5 (A New Platform), the feelings, values, and ideas give birth to concrete demands for 
change. At the end of the feudal era it was demands for suffrage, the right to organize, a shorter 
working week, and (in Europe) the end of slavery. At the end of the industrial era, it is ... but here 
the story grows weak, for the platform is weak. The Green New Deal is emerging as an articulated 
program, but it only addresses one aspect of the fourfold crisis of climate, ecology, economy, 

and culture. It has add-ons for jobs and justice, but no coherent platform to address the latter 
three crises. The exception is in Europe, where European Spring, inspired by Yanis Varoufakis, has 


assembled a cohesive and integrated proposal for a Green New Deal. 


Meanwhile, supporters of the old order continue to fight back, using personal attacks, vilification, 


and the exploitation of public ignorance to undermine and mock new ideas and proposals. 


In Stage 6 (Mass Movement), people mobilize around the new feelings, values, ideas and 
platforms, and they form a mass movement. At the beginning of the industrial age, mass 
movements broke out in the French Revolution, the Chartists, the socialist movements for 
workers’ rights, and the suffragettes movement. At the end of the industrial age and the 
beginning of the new ecological civilization, mass movements broke out to demand nuclear 
disarmament, civil rights, environmental action, women’s rights, LGBTQ rights, and most recently, 


climate action. 


In Stage 7 (New Political Parties), people step up to become political leaders and form new 
parties to advance a new platform, however weak and ill-prepared it may be. At the start of the 
industrial era in Europe, it was liberal parties that carried the torch for change, in opposition 

to conservative parties. Later, communist and social democratic parties joined the fray. As the 
industrial era fades away and we approach a new ecological civilization, the Green Party has 
arisen. In America, trapped in a flawed and corrupted two-party system, social democratic 


leaders with strong green leanings are attempting to win control of the Democratic Party. 


In Stage 8 (A New Story), the new feelings, values, and ideas merge with the hopes the new 
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parties provide to create a new story, providing inspiration for the future. In the industrial 
era, the new story was one of mechanical, material, and economic progress, involving the 
domination of nature, and of people who lacked the weaponry to resist. London's Great 
Exhibition of 1851 was a powerful expression of it, with people flocking from all over Britain 
and abroad to gaze at the new technologies and be amazed. The same hope was 
experienced at the World Fair in Chicago in 1893. Another new story also appeared, 


promising a socialist workers’ paradise. 


As the industrial era ends, a coherent new story is emerging that tells of a new ecological 
civilization, and everything this promises. It is far from common currency, however, and in the 
absence of a new story, many more people fear that the future will bring dystopia and the 


collapse of civilization altogether. 


In Stage 9 (A Cohesive Platform), the new parties develop cohesive platforms of policies and 
ideas that can usher in the new era. In France, such a new platform arose with the French 
Revolution. In Britain, delayed by fears of a similar revolution, the change began in the 1840s 
with the repeal of laws upholding the landed aristocrats, the opening of markets to free trade, 


and the development of modern banking. 


Today, a cohesive platform has yet to emerge that includes the economy and culture as well 
as the environment. Even most climate activists have very little sense of what is needed to 
tackle the crisis, let alone also embracing the other three crises that face us as the industrial 
age winds its way toward the grave—the ecological crisis, the economic crisis, and the 
cultural crisis. Some of the new economic policies being floated by progressive politicians are 
necessary corrections to the failing neoliberal economy, but they are not yet a cohesive 
platform that can inspire hope in the possibility of overcoming our many troubles and 
creating a new ecological civilization. As Buckminster Fuller once said, “You never change 
things by fighting against the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that 


makes the old model obsolete.” 


In Stage 10 (A New Government), the new political parties develop full-spectrum platforms 


that give expression to the new story. They bolster faith in a future that is positive and 
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hopeful; they win elections and they form governments. As the industrial era developed, social 
democratic parties won elections and formed governments in many European nations and 
communists seized power in Russia. As we prepare to enter a new ecological civilization, we 
have yet to reach this stage—but it may be only five or ten years away. Somewhere soon, a 
country is going to elect a government whose politicians grasp the full vision of a new 


ecological civilization. 


In Stage 11 (New Practices and Behavior), behaviors change both from below, driven by 
changing values and ideas, and from above, driven by government law and regulation. As the 
industrial era gives way to a new ecological civilization, change has already begun on a 
voluntary basis, led by visionary farmers, foresters, architects, engineers, economists, urban 


designers, and so many others. 


In Stage 12 (Comfort), the new era becomes the norm and a stable culture builds around it. 
There are places where people living in cohousing projects, ecovillages, organic farms, and 
sustainable urban communities are already experiencing this comfort, even while they fear 
danger and collapse in the world around them. Our reality, because of the dynamics of the 
climate crisis, is that even once we have achieved the transition, it will take several hundred 
years for climate stability to return. While our descendants may be able to enjoy the delights of 
a new ecological civilization, it will be many generations before nature is restored and the 


damage healed. 


What does this tell us about the next steps for the climate movement? We are between Stages 
6 (mass movement) and 7 (new political parties), while ahead of us are Stages 8 (a compelling 
new story) and 9 (cohesive policies). Implicit in this analysis is my belief that the climate crisis is 
just one expression of the larger crisis, bringing the end of the industrial age and the choice 


between collapse into misery or the birth of something new. 


| have always held that a powerful vision is a much stronger motivator for change than fear of 
disaster, but for years, | have watched climate activists dwell mainly on the disaster, not on the 


promise of a future beyond fossil fuels. When Al Gore released The Inconvenient Truth in 2006, 
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the entire film was about the looming crisis, and possible solutions were only featured as the 


credits ran. 


All of our energy comes from the sun. For 300,000 years, we captured it through firewood. 
For 300 years, we captured it through fossil fuels. Now that we are making the transition, for 
the next billion years (until we have to evacuate the planet) we will be able to capture it 
directly, and every year, the efficiency of solar technology will improve and costs will fall. The 
solar age we are entering will last three million times longer than the geologically miniscule 


age of fossil fuels. 


When | drive our electric car, it feels like the way cars should always have been. It is so 
smooth and easy, without the clunkiness of gears, exhaust, and engine noise. When | enter a 
passive house that needs no heating, | think this is what all homes should be like. When | 
work in an organic garden with no pesticides and nature in harmony with the farm, | think 


this is how all farms should be. 


So what should the next stage of the climate movement be? Increased anger, resistance, and 
determination; increased exposure of the corporate fossil fuel leaders who are trying 

to confuse people and destroy the rationality of science; continued exposure of banks that 
still invest in fossil fuels; increased urging of people to switch banks and investment funds; 
continued pressure on colleges, foundations, states, and pension funds to divest from fossil 


fuels. 


Alongside all this, we need new strength of vision, and a clear understanding of how we can 
build a new ecological civilization, in love with Nature and the Earth. We need stunning new 
movies to portray life in such a civilization, to make Hollywood's fetish with dystopia seem so 


yesterday. 


And we need to pay close attention to how our economies must also change, right down 
to their erroneous neoclassical assumptions and their erroneous models that can only 
measure value by price and economic growth, not by anything more, and which actually 
have the nerve to discount the future. From my experience, most people in the climate 


movement know as little about economics as most economists know about the climate. 
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More love, more anger, more passion, More people running for elected office, more resistance 
to every fossil fuel project and pipeline, and more determination to overcome this massive 


civilizational crisis, and build us a new ecological civilization. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


A Caring Economy Is Key 


Riane Eisler 


There is growing recognition that climate change and other environmental threats are the 
result of a fundamentally imbalanced socioeconomic system. | believe that to bring about 
systems change and effectively address climate change requires a closer look at the question of 


change from precisely what kind of system to what kind of system. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


There have been, and are, oppressive, violent, and environmentally destructive societies that are 
capitalist and socialist, rightist and leftist, religious and secular, Eastern and Western, etc. So 
moving to a more equitable and environmentally sustainable system requires going beyond 
such categories. The partnership-domination social scale reveals cross-cultural and historical 
connections that are not visible through the lenses of conventional analyses or familiar social 


categories. 


From the perspective of the partnership-domination social scale, critiques of capitalism as 
unjust and exploitative of people and nature are actually critiques of domination systems. 
Today's “trickle-down economics’ is a replay of domination traditions where the normative ideal 
is the old “conquest of nature” and, as in feudal times, those on the bottom are to content 
themselves with the scraps dropping from the opulent tables of those on top. As for socialism, 
its two large-scale applications (USSR and China) led to yet another domination system of top- 


down economics, brutal suppression of freedom and human rights, and huge environmental 


problems. 


lt should not surprise us that neither of these old economic systems can help us effectively 


address climate change or other environmental crises. Capitalism and socialism came out of 
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early industrial times, and we are now in the postindustrial age. But both are not only 
antiquated; both perpetuated traditions of domination, be it of people or of nature. Nature was 
there to be exploited, and men’s rule over women and children in families was the norm. As a 
result, women and their work of caring for people, starting in early childhood, and keeping a 
clean home environment were legally the property of their husbands. In today’s economics 
schools, caring for people and for Mother Earth is still classified as “reproductive,” not 


“oroductive,” work. 


This gendered system of values is further perpetuated by current economic metrics. GDP 
includes activities that harm and take life. Not only are selling guns and cigarettes, as well as 
their resulting health and funeral costs, on the plus side of these metrics, so, too, are the results 
of climate change such as remedial work after increasingly powerful storms and floods. All this 
is treated as “productive” — while the work of people who care for children, the sick, the elderly, 
and others in families and keep home environments clean and healthy is not included— 
despite studies showing that if the household work of caring for people and keeping a healthy 


home environment were counted, it would be 50 percent of the reported GDP. 


We cannot realistically expect caring policies that promote human well-being and protect 

our natural environment if we do not change the gendered devaluation of caring. As other 
contributors to this discussion note, people tend to respond to climate change emotionally 
and unconsciously. This is the result of socialization to fit into domination systems, conditioning 
people to identify with the “strong” head of household (precursor to the “strongman leader’ in 
the state or tribe), and to believe what he calls “reality’—such as denial that climate change is 
real, that it is caused or exacerbated by uncaring human activities, and that we must give value 


to investing in caring for our life-support systems. 


Changing deeply entrenched biases is a long-term enterprise. That said, there are short-term 
actions we can take, such as using new metrics that empirically show the economic value of 
the work of caring for people and nature. For example, Social Wealth Economic Indicators 
include environmental conditions as well as levels of health, education, and poverty; give 
attention to the status of women and children as predictors of both quality of life and long- 


term economic success; and show what kinds of investments (inputs) make for better 
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economic, environmental, and social results (outcomes). These indicators can also guide 
policies to break through seemingly intractable cycles of poverty, given the well-documented 
fact that the majority of the world’s poor are women (who do care work for free or for poverty 


wages). 


As automation, robotics, and artificial intelligence replace jobs previously performed by people, 
we have the opportunity to redefine what is and is not “productive work.” Policies that support 
caring for people and nature can be funded by taxing activities that harm and take life and 
contribute to climate change—for example, substantially taxing weapons, cigarettes, short-term 
trading in stock markets, and activities damaging to our natural environment. Through today’s 
technologies of destruction and exploitation, traditions of domination may lead to our species’ 
extinction. But we can change our course and bring about a Great Transition if we focus on root 
causes rather than symptoms—and bring together the many groups and people who in bits and 


pieces are working to shift from domination systems to partnership systems. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Life-Affirming Carbon Capture 


Neva Goodwin 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


There are immense possibilities for healing the earth and ourselves. These are usually put forth 
in terms of a consensus that is emerging among climate scientists: in order to avert the most 
catastrophic impacts of climate change, we will need to remove substantial amounts of carbon 
dioxide from the air. There is growing interest in “negative emissions’—withdrawing more CO2 
out of the atmosphere than we are putting into it. | want to make two points about this. First, 
there are some very positive ways of doing this, in collaboration with nature and with a great 
variety of beneficial impacts, and there are also some hi-tech proposals on the table that are 
highly questionable, to say the least. Second, the choice among these is at this moment being 
decided in the usual way, by political power, which is mostly (as Bill McKibben notes) the 


power of money. 


The natural methods for removing carbon and other greenhouse gases (GHGs) include 
restorative agricultural methods, which rely on low- or no-till approaches, organic fertilizers 
instead of chemical ones, intercropping, a diversity of cultivated plant and animal species, and 
eventually the discontinuance of chemical pest and weed killers. The results include restoration 
of soil health, which in turn improves productivity and crop yield—just the opposite of 
conventional agriculture. Proven results also include substantially more nutritious produce, 
minus the chemicals on foods which have been shown to create a variety of diseases and 
unhealthy conditions now widespread among consumers of the products of industrial 
agriculture. After a transition period of three to ten years, the methods of restorative agriculture 


lead to an economically healthier farming sector. Restorative farmers don't need to pay for the 
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expensive commercial inputs used in industrial agriculture, while getting as much or more yield 
per acre, with the promise of increasing the fertility of their fields over time. In contrast, 
industrial agriculture is degrading the soil quantity and quality to the extent that the UN's Food 
and Agriculture Organization has projected that, without dramatic changes, only 70 more 


harvests are left before we become unable to feed the world’s human population. 


Restoration of grasslands may be categorized with restorative farming methods, but deserves 
special mention, as grasslands all together account for a large proportion of non-urban lands in 
the world—more than either farmland or forests. New methods are emerging for using grazing 
animals as part of a healthy ecosystem in which annual grasses are replaced with native 
perennial types, some of which have roots stretching six feet into the soil. The root-imbued soil, 
with the related microorganisms, are even more important for storing carbon and other GHGs 
than the portions of the plants seen above ground. Wetlands restoration is another known 
natural method for removing carbon and other greenhouse gases from the air. Hurricane 
Katrina, which devastated New Orleans, showed additional compelling reasons for preserving 


and restoring wetlands, i.e., to hold water during storm surges. 


The carbon capture and storage (CCS) benefits of forest restoration have been known for 
several decades. In contrast, “urban greening’ is just beginning to be recognized as one of the 
most important ways of storing GHGs in urban plants and soils, while providing significant 
health benefits to the more than half of the world’s populations that now live in cities. Ocean 
protection and restoration is another enormously important issue, with vast amounts of CO2 
and other GHGs being released from areas where the oceans have lost critical elements of their 


biodiversity. 


All of the natural methods for CCS have multiple positive side benefits, beyond those mentioned. 
As just one example, healthy soils in any of the areas mentioned—farms, cities, forests, etc —filter 
and purify water. There is a great need for investment in all of these areas. Some, as in the case 

of farming, will only require bridge funding for a transition period, while new methods take root. 
Others need to be understood as producing public goods: they produce cleaner water; buffering 
from storms; a degree of protection against both drought and flooding; cooling of cities—up 


to 10 degrees or more—as tree canopies and urban greenery are increased; and strongly 
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positive health effects, including protection against mental illness and improved operation of 
our immune systems. Ecological restoration in any of these areas, as well as in others, can also 
provide meaningful, healthy jobs. But jobs normally require funding, and given the public good 


character of many of the desirable results, much of this will need to be public funding. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


As Bill McKibben noted, the public debate over climate is “a fight, not a discourse.” The side of 
the fight representing the climate deniers has been backed by an enormous amount of power 
and money—from the Koch brothers and the rest of the fossil fuel industry, and from a sizable 
portion of the Republican Party, now in dominance on the coattails of Donald Trump and his 
administration. As long as governments are dominated by the power of a corporate system 
designed to maximize profits without regard for the destructive side effects, we cannot achieve 


the changes needed to avert disaster. 


It is important to know that the chief demand for carbon dioxide captured from the air through 
technological, rather than natural, methods, comes from oil companies. ExxonMobil, notably, 
holds the world’s largest number of patents in this area. They will use this valuable resource to 
expand Enhanced Oil Recovery (EOR), a process by which the oil “stranded” in oil fields is forced 
out of the ground through injections of CO2. Given that sources of affordable, naturally occurring 
CO2 are being depleted, the oil industry is now looking to “anthropogenic” CO2 for its supply. 
This process puts more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere than it takes out. Although much 

of the captured CO2 is injected into the ground and so “sequestered,” additional CO2 is released 


into the atmosphere by the process itself and then by the burning of the fuel extracted via EOR. 


Legislative action thus far has relied on the premise that commercial operations and market 
forces can meet our collective need to reduce atmospheric CO2. Lawmakers have banked on 
the presumption that the government's role is simply to subsidize private ventures in order to 
bring down their cost of CO2 removal, making commercial operations for carbon reuse viable. 
Such logic leads directly back to carbon dependency. It also disregards the known risks of the 
technologies being promoted by those who stand to gain from them, and squeezes out 


funding for natural methods, with their positive side effects. 
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Political action is needed to terminate subsidies for CCS methods that allow use of captured 
CO2 for fossil fuel production, to support R&D for innovations that foster soil and biomass 
carbon sequestration, and to introduce legislation to deploy natural methods of carbon 
removal that are found to be most effective. This should not only be a fight “against”; we 
should first rejoice in, and then vigorously promote, the possibility that some of the resiliency, 
productivity, and beauty that has been lost from our world can be regained, and that doing 
so can make significant improvements to human health and well-being. While fighting 
government actions that preserve the worst of the old system, we should be prepared to 
support government actions that address the need for GHG capture and storage in life- 


affirming ways. 


Experiments with carbon markets are a small step in what might be the right direction—if 
they are designed to go beyond renewable energy sources and support the most 
constructive CCS and—importantly—if the negotiations that result in expanded, national- 
level carbon markets do not result in providing the oil and gas industry with immunity 
against growing legal efforts to get them to pay for the damages they have knowingly 
inflicted. These negotiations are already ongoing; the industry is aware that they are on the 
losing side, and their leaders are showing increasing desperation to strike a deal that will let 
them off the hook from paying for the needed changes. As noted, real ecological restoration 
is an enormous job that will require enormous resources, human and financial, over a long 
period into the future. A critical opportunity will have been missed, and a great injustice 
permitted, if the fossil fuel companies do not ultimately have to empty their coffers to aid in 


this effort. 


While recognizing the value of staying local in many of our efforts, radical changes will, | 
believe, need to occur at all levels, from the very local to the global, and they will need to 
have some way to collect resources from a wide enough community to cover the cost of 
supplying public goods to all, including those who at present have very few resources. 
Perhaps “governments” will be so radically reimagined and redesigned in some future that 


they will go by some different name, but for the moment when we talk about support of 
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public goods, we need to think of governments as the collective power that can extract 


resources from the kinds of activities we want to put out of business. 


Theoretically perhaps, deep change could occur within the existing system, maybe through 
the Green New Deal; realistically, it is not likely to—and hence the need for such radical 


change away from the current capitalist system that it will amount to system change. 


Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


As | turn 75, 1am making a career move from economics to ecological restoration. | have been 
working with James Aronson, restoration ecologist at the Missouri Botanical Garden, and 


others, to create an organization, the EcoHealth Network, which is designed to assist in the 


necessary work of scaling up and scaling sideways as Robbins calls for in her contribution to 
this forum. With the goal of fostering rapid increase in the amount and effectiveness of 
ecological restoration activities throughout the world, the EcoHealth Network is launching an 
international network to connect existing and future eco-health projects. In fact, thousands of 
projects of all sizes already exist all over the world where people are doing heroic work to 
bring ecosystems back to health, but there is little connection among these sites, and far too 
little public support. Moreover, these efforts have not been sufficiently connected, in people's 


minds and in practice, with how ecological health affects human health. 


| have given a few examples of the kinds of work that need to be done to win the fight for the 
future of a beautiful Earth that can support healthy people and civilizations. At the level of 
politics and government, we need to fight back against proposals that would only enrich 

a few in the short run at the cost of long-run disaster. But the need for a meta-movement 
goes beyond that. To win the hearts and minds of an effective majority of people requires 
demonstration that we can all help to address the climate emergency—we are not helpless. 
The most effective approach to lifting our hopes, while addressing the emergency, is work 


that connects us with ecological restoration. 


My personal dream is that by 2030 everyone in the world will either have some direct 
connection with ecological restoration, or will know someone who has such an involvement. 


This is ambitious, but consider health clinics: in most parts of the world everyone either has 
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had some contact with a health clinic, or knows someone who has done so. That wasn't 


always the case. What has been done for curing sickness can be done for making us well. 


We all are suffering some form of trauma as we consider the terrible present and worse future 
effects of climate change. There are doctors now prescribing “a walk in nature” to patients 
suffering a variety of ailments, including post-traumatic stress disorder and depression. We all 
need that walk, and we need to connect with organizations—or create them if they don’t 
exist near us—that can make that a “working walk,” where we join knowledgeable ecologists 


in repairing the insults to nature that humans have brought about. In this endeavor, nature 


will be on our side. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Renewables Are Not Enough 


Kerryn Higgs 


“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


| write as an Australian deeply disappointed by my country’s failure to elect a somewhat aware 
alternative (Labor) government last month. Sadly, Australia will continue to line up with Saudi 
Arabia and the USA for another three years (shame on us!) with its conservative Coalition 
Government led by the man who brandished a chunk of coal in Parliament and told MPs not to 


be afraid of it. 


There were no doubt many reasons, including the unpopularity of the Labor leader and the 
sweeping ambition of the social welfare programs he offered, which were furiously resisted 

by sections of the business community and by the Murdoch press. A flood of disinformation 
through social media may also have played a part, instigated not by Russia in this case, but by the 
Coalition party and its allies. But one key reason lies in the influence of coal and mining interests 


more generally. 


Huge personal fortunes are not usually deployed in Australian elections (as distinct from the US 
practice), but one billionaire mining magnate spent something like $60 million on advertising 
against Labor, much of it completely untrue. So our climate (and energy) policies will continue 
to be paralyzed by the influence of Big Coal, the Minerals Council of Australia, and Rupert 


Murdoch's NewsCorp. 


The emergency is grave and multi-faceted. Corporations comb the earth, extracting anything that 
can be sold, churning carbon out into the atmosphere, and leaving devastation behind, as well as 
farming on the equally extractive industrial model. It's not just the climate that’s in crisis, but the 


biological fabric of life on earth. 
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The biggest obstacles to success in limiting global warming to 2°C above pre-industrial (or, 
even more hopefully, 1.5°C) are the vested interests that oppose this endeavor. The problem 
is political, as democracies like ours here fail to reject the propaganda dispensed by the 
beneficiaries of destruction. No real solution can be established while corporate capitalism 
remains the dominant economic system almost everywhere on earth. It’s a system that 
demands consumption for the sake of expansion rather than serving actual human needs; 
profit at all costs, even if that means destroying its basis; and the endless pursuit of economic 


growth. 


Thus, although humans may have the technical capacity to turn the ship around, | am 
unconvinced that a new world of renewable energy can or should service an economy 
dedicated to the old goals of growth and consumption. The extent of extraction that would be 
required to convert the growth economy to renewable energy, for example, even if it is 
possible, will extend worldwide devastation, and be especially negative for people who do not 


live in the charmed world of the rich countries. 


So the central question for me is how do we get traction, as a movement, against the well- 
organized, well-financed wheels of the growth machine? Alas, | don’t have any easy answer, 


short of revolution—which in itself is not an easy answer. 


So | also applaud those who encourage and strategize ongoing efforts to curb emissions and 
pursue transformation as best we can. There is no doubt that a temperature of 2.5°C or 3°C 
above pre-industrial will be more survivable than one of 4°C or 5°C, so everything we do to 


mitigate the damage is worthwhile. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Report from the European Front 
Virag Kaufer 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


The last couple of months has brought an incredible surge in climate protests and debates in a 
number of Northern and Western European countries. This has been inspiring and heartwarming, 
and has brought many new opportunities for action. But the movement in Europe is still 
predominantly white and middle-class, and | agree with Bill McKibben and others that it needs to 


grow in depth as well as breadth. Let me be a bit more specific. 


As Europe gets more divided, due to growing inequality and the upsurge of ultra-nationalist 
right-wing politics, the climate movement is becoming a politically homogeneous movement. 
This has not always been the case. A decade ago, Western and Northern Europe had a remarkable 
societal consensus on climate change. Politicians from left, right, and center advocated for 
ambitious climate action inside the EU and globally. This sentiment was less strong in Southern 
and Eastern Europe, where conflicts and wars in the region made environmentalism a mental 


luxury (to paraphrase Naomi Klein). 


Now, the climate issue is becoming a unifying platform across the continent for progressive 
voices, bringing together pro-Europeans across the different regions. Climate action has become 
the main rallying cry of the left-green political block, and therefore an increasingly pro-EU, 
progressive movement that stands up for democracy, inclusion, human rights and integration. 
The expanding geographical coverage of this development has brought on board the Southern 
and Eastern Europeans fighting for a progressive EU and the continued participation of their 
countries in the European project. But it also means that the movement can lose many in the 


Northwest and elsewhere, who have a different view about the future of Europe. 
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The climate debate in most European countries is at a crossroads. Who will benefit from the 
transformation? Who will lose out? Who will pay for it? In the context of Europe, the climate 
movement cannot afford to stay out of the debate about the future of Europe and how this will 
be shaped. | agree with those who call for a strong, compelling, and inclusive vision, with social 


and climate justice at its heart, to complement the protests. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


Many system changes could aim to change in order to lead to more ambitious and effective 
climate action in Europe, including the dominant economic system and the political system of 
the European Union. The climate movement is hostage to the corrupted and corporate- 
captured national governments. We need to shift the mental system by which people interpret 
the world, which in Greenpeace we call mindsets. In all our actions and communications, we 
aim to change mindsets from the dominant paradigm which prevents people from seeing root 


causes and nurturing core values that can underpin real economic and political system change. 


Underlying the diminishing credibility of elected officials and representative democracy is a 
core issue: the shrinking belief in the power of collective action and solidarity. It will take a deep 
conviction that we are more powerful if we act together, and finding joy in collective action, to 
reclaim governments and take back control from corporations. The battle for the future of the 


EU is the battle of mindsets and thought systems. 
Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


At atime of rising nationalism, separatism, and xenophobia in Europe, it is inspiring to see the 
EU flag as a symbol of protest on the streets. This represents progressive ideas and values and 
the commitment to push on with the European project. It is gratifying to see the environmental 
movement standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the pro-democracy, anti-corruption, and human 
rights movements on this issue. To build this movement, an urgent task is to find entry points 
for movements representing those who are not yet feeling part of it. It is crucial to find ways to 
make people realize that Europeans and people in general—no matter where they come from 


—are not enemies. As the climate crisis unfolds and people come to understand that collective 
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climate action is the path to a safe future for them and their children, Europe can again become 
a driving force for climate action—despite the fact that member states are held hostage to 


corporate-funded climate denialists who spread hate and undercut democracy. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Activating Personal and Political Agency 


Karen O’Brien 


Within academia, there is a considerable pressure to engage in what Bill McKibben refers to as 
the “more books, more articles, more symposia” approach to addressing climate change. We 
are also compelled to do more talks, more public outreach, more policy engagement, more 
contemplation, more reflection—in other words, more of everything. Yet it is also clear that 

it is not the lack of knowledge and understanding that is driving the problem and impeding 


responses. It is perhaps the framing of the problem that actually is the problem. 
What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


Mckibben’s reflection that “we were in a fight, not a discourse” is interesting, and | see his 
point. However, it’s also important to acknowledge that there are, in fact, many climate 
discourses. Each of them frames the problem in a different way, and prioritizes and promotes a 
different type of response. In teaching undergraduate students about “climate and society,” my 
colleague Robin Leichenko and | distinguish four climate discourses: the biophysical discourse, 
the critical discourse, the dismissive discourse, and the integrative discourse. What we try to 
get across to students is the need for an integrative approach that brings together the 
practical, political, and personal dimensions of the challenge. We stress the importance of 
approaching climate change as more than an environmental issue—it is a social issue and a 


human issue that calls for broader and deeper responses. 


“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


There are many calls for systems change, but few people actually reflect on what a system is, 


who defines systems, what the boundaries are, and so on. If we take a generic Google 
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definition of a system as “a set of things working together as parts of a mechanism or an 
interconnecting network; a complex whole,” it becomes clear that systems are relationships, 
and climate change is essentially a relationship problem. It is about how we relate to ourselves, 
each other, other species, the environment, and the future. Relationships are often expressed 
through power, politics, interests, etc. However, at the end of the day, if we buy into the 
mechanistic metaphor and see systems as a collection of separate parts, we will perpetuate the 
perspective that we are separate from each other and “the system,” and we will “fight it” rather 


than relate to it differently. 


The Enlightenment paradigm is killing us, and science itself may have to transform to meet the 
climate challenge—this includes the social sciences. Personally, | have been fascinated with the 
development of a quantum social science that brings subjectivity, agency, consciousness, and 
intention into our understanding of structural and systemic change. Classical science tells us 
that the future is a choice, but also that we have no free will. My current project on “quantum 
social change” has led me to explore the implications of different interpretations of quantum 
physics for climate change responses, both metaphorically and meaningfully. To approach 

the relationships between individual change, collective change, and systems change through 

a different paradigm can have a profound influence on the narratives and stories that we tell 


ourselves. 


Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


One could argue that a meta-movement is already taking place and gaining momentum, but 
that it is not yet obvious. Perhaps this is because it doesn't fit into our normal understanding 
of “social movements.” Young people's dissent against the climate status quo can have several 
expressions: dutiful (working within the system), disruptive (working against the system), and 
dangerous (creating an alternative system). Many people are engaging with all three types of 


dissent, sometimes simultaneously, sometimes consecutively. 


Most successful social movements involve all three types of dissent. The number of people 
taking to the streets may therefore not be the best indicator of the success of a meta- 


movement, as it does not capture the quality of the engagement. The capacity to challenge “the 
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given” and launch alternatives from values that are universal, such as equity, dignity, integrity, 
and compassion, will be critical to the success of any meta-movement. As more and more 
people recognize that we are both individuals and collectives, entangled through language, 
stories, and meaning-making, and that how we think, relate, speak, and act really matters, we 


may see transformations happening faster than anyone ever expected. 


Asocial movement informed by the Enlightenment paradigm is likely to limit our collective 
capacity for social change. Indeed, allowing people to be the subjects of their own lives (as 
Paolo Freire emphasized), rather than reducing them to objects to be changed, can unleash 
powerful energy for social change. There is no lack of knowledge about the solutions to climate 
change, but they are unlikely to be realized at scale without activating both personal and 


political agency. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Bringing the Force of the Law 


Hermann Ott 


In the interest of brevity, | would like to concentrate on one particular aspect of the climate 
crisis that deserves more attention: it is very important to bring the NEW into the world. But it is 


equally important to get rid of the OLD. 


Take my home country Germany, for example. Thanks to a coalition between Social Democrats 
and Greens around the turn of the century, Germany has done pretty well at adopting renewable 
energy, which now is almost 40 percent of total electricity supply. But there was also some kind 
of tacit pact that left coal untouched, leaving Germany as still the biggest polluter in Europe, with 


almost all of the ten most-polluting power stations in the EU. 


The result is overproduction, with our neighboring countries complaining because of all the 
excess electricity pushed into their grids (and this despite the fact that Germany phased out two 
thirds of nuclear capacity after Fukushima This is why Germany cannot join the international 
alliance against coal and why it has turned from an international climate champion into an 
obstacle for greater ambition in Europe and in the global climate regime. And finally, coal has 
broken the “agreement”: each successive government since 2005 has worsened the conditions 


for renewables, bringing down new wind and solar installations as a fraction of new supply. 


It is important to foresee, invent, and create the NEW. But if the OLD, the “incumbents,” are 

not removed, they will suffocate those new developments and prevent them from growing. 
The incumbents of wealth and power use these means to slow new develooments—new 
technologies, new social movements, new ideas of how the world might look and how our 
economies may function. They fight—and they play hardball—because trillions of dollars, 
euros, renminbi, and other currencies are at stake. That is why it is important, as Bill McKibben 
has written, that we also perceive ourselves in a fight. 
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And a fight, a struggle for survival, is not won by being nice to one’s opponents. It is won by 
being very clear about what we want and then doing it. This does not mean being rude, of 
course. As James Thornton, the founder and head of ClientEarth, would describe it, first you 
write a polite letter to the respective company or government agency that is polluting the 
environment, asking them to change their behavior and comply with the law. Then, if they 


don't do it, you sue them. 


The time is over to seek cooperation of the incumbents. The time is over to look for win-win 
solutions. It is high time to force incumbents to make way for the NEW with all permissible 


means at hand. 


Those means range from the power of the streets (the FridaysforFuture movement is a real 
game changer) and the power of civil disobedience (like the fight against the Keystone 
pipeline in the US or against lignite mining in Germany) to the financial power of investments 
(thanks to the divestment movement and ethical investors) and the power of the law, as 


practiced by ClientEarth and increasingly other organizations. 


This latter fight is first about implementation of and compliance with existing regulations, like 
clean air and water directives in the EU. And it is, second, about writing new and better laws for 
climate protection. This is where climate justice comes into play, which actively seeks to 
change the law to account for present and future injustices. The power of the law can 
furthermore be used to challenge investment decisions, as my Polish colleagues do as 
shareholders of an energy company: they are suing the company as investors because it plans 
to build a new coal-fired power plant. Or take the case against the utility RWE, in which a 
Peruvian farmer is seeking compensation from Germany's biggest polluter for damages 
incurred by the melting glaciers due to climate change. This is only one step away from 
charging CEOs for violation of their fiduciary duties and invoking the power of criminal law for 
sanctioning the utterly ruthless and irresponsible behavior of RWE, Exxon CEOs, the US fossil 


fuel magnates the Koch brothers, etc. 


Using the power of the law appears to be the most effective instrument at present to 


bring about change by removing the old incumbents. My basic advice is this: if we remove 
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the suffocating concrete, life can grow. We must create cracks in the system so that niche 
developments can enter the mainstream. Making space by throwing out fossil power plants or 


the internal combustion engine will allow the new to grow and thrive. 


| can hear the question on everybody's mind: How does the NEW come into the world? Well, 
maybe we should have faith in the younger generations, where thousands of ideas and 
initiatives are already thriving now. | have no doubt that power and wonderful new concepts, 
technologies, and social innovations will pop up once the concrete is removed. Maybe the best 


that older generations can do is to clear the way. 


There is not much time left, so let us start immediately to behave like we are in a fight for 
survival—because we are. Let us do everything we can to win this fight by all legal means 


available. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Moving from Resistance to Repair 
Vicki Robin 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


The climate movement has excelled at resistance but is missing a crucial, essential element: a 
focus on repair. It is clear about what it is against, but largely mum on a restoration project 
equal to the scale of climate change damage. Unlike the anti-war movement, it lacks moral and 
spiritual power. We are shown images of the beauty of the earth and the losses of the world we 
and our kin were born into, but mostly to awaken individuals to act. If you love this earth, the 


message suggests, you will change your habits and join the resistance. 


With the climate movement solely a resistance and energy transition movement, we are 
missing the importance of spotlighting the self-nourishing, self-healing, self-restoring, self- 
generating ecosystems of the earth herself. We are fighting symptoms without an equally 
massive movement for restoring health where we can—an immense undertaking considering 
degraded and degrading landscapes. We may be choking the fossil fuel economy and heading 
into the lair of late-stage capitalism, but what are we building or growing or repairing at an 


equal level of scale for restoring the very living earth our lives depend on? 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


We certainly need system change, but most system change has to do with dimensions of 
human civilization gone awry—democracy, justice, infrastructure, food production, finance. Our 
work is now laced with grief that almost everything is too little too late, hoping we still can save 
a remnant of the beauty, intelligence, and glue of our human presence on the planet. | am not 


saying this is wrong. | want to do all of this as well, and | work daily on it. However, it misses the 
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true heart of the matter: that we humans act upon the earth for our benefit, but we do not act 


with the earth for healing all life. What is the earth healing path? 


John Liu, for example, worked with a degraded plateau in China and documented the process 
of bringing it back to life, relying on permaculture/agroforestry methodology. Now he’s talking 
about global-scale ecosystem restoration. Geoff Lawton as well has been applying 
permaculture techniques for over thirty years on six continents in over fifty countries. These 
examples offer a global-scale restoration context that can link together the hundreds of 
thousands of smaller-scale applications of the science and practices that heal landscapes and 


abate the climate consequences of industrial growth. 


Take the Standing Rock protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline in North Dakota in the 
United States, for example. It was a resistance movement with a prayerful, spiritual 
methodology to protect not just one river endangered by the proposed pipeline, but a way of 
life for indigenous people historically and spiritually woven into the landscapes that literally are 
them. The hundreds of thousands of people who participated—either directly or through 
massive financial, spiritual, and political support—were transformed spiritually by a welcome 
into the Lakota way. The reward was participation in something noble, intimate, relational, and 


morally fitting. They were healers as well as resisters. 


The Lakota, and most indigenous and land-based peoples, are not natural activists. Their 
worldview is to include all life, not impose on others. While there are growing Indigenous-led 


movements now, and | pray for more, movement building at a global scale is not their forte. 


The climate movement has the numbers, momentum, and movement-building capacity, and, 
energized by inflamed youth, it can win the stopping game. Now, | call for the movement to 
take a step further by adopting “Earth Repair” as an integrated complementary focus and 
action. Take to the streets and then take to the degraded hills and valleys, coordinated and 


informed by global-scale projects like the ones mentioned above, and many more. 


The climate movement has attracted attention and financial support, which is being burned 


through for resistance. What if equal support—financial, movement building, and knowledge 
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dissemination in areas like permaculture and agroecology—could be generated for Earth Repair? 


What if we scaled repair along with resistance? 


Water is Life. Soil is life. “Keep it in the ground’ is not just about fossil fuels. It is about sequestering 
CO2 in soils and preserving freshwater resources by nurturing retention landscapes. Adding this 
meme to the resistance movement will not spare the living from the severe challenges ahead, 
but can plant the gardens that we may never see ourselves. #DivestOillnvestSoil. So my vote is to 
highlight the living systems of the earth—and Earth Repair as our common healing North Star— 


in an inclusive climate movement. 


Do We Need a Meta-Movement? 


Absolutely. Earth Repair is a vast project needing millions of hectares conserving water, cooling 
the air, drawing carbon back into the soil. It is not going to happen one garden or farm at a 
time. With enough demonstration projects already in our library of solutions, what we need is 
scaling up (more money, visibility, laws, organization) and scaling sideways (working on specific 
landscapes with specific plants, soils, and water flows within integrated ecologies.) This work can 
employ millions of people across all continents who would gladly stay on their ancient lands if 


they were restored. 


Earth Repair is inherently a justice movement, as degraded landscapes drive migration and limit 
economic opportunities for the poor. When we talk of justice and people having enough, we 
often talk of jobs. But people on the front lines of Earth Repair just need some support to do the 


work of restoration so that their landscapes will support them and future generations. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Being the Change, Changing the World 


Karl-Ludwig Schibel 


What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


We are in a fight, and the only way to win is to act on the changes we want to see in the world, 
not just to block bad things from happening. In 1990, when | started working with the 
European city network Climate Alliance, we were already talking about the “fight against 
climate change.” Meanwhile, Exxon had already known about the dynamics of a changing 
climate, but that did not stop them from denying the problem and making it worse. The 


answer remains popular counterpower. 


After thirty years of fighting climate change, | am convinced that the movement to bring down 
greenhouse gas emissions must be seen as part of a larger picture. We need to act now to 
realize the long range change we want—people doing urban gardening, promoting renewable 
energy in citizens’ cooperatives, organizing “walking buses” to get children to school, working 
to get plastic out of our lives, and doing countless other things through social movements and 
citizen associations. People become active because of their ideas of a good life, such as decent 
work, affordable housing, clean air, a functioning infrastructure, good schools, and financial 
security. They commit themselves for many reasons, and if they contribute also to solving a 
global problem like climate change, all the better. They are the “positive transition story” we 


need. There is no other one. 


And what certainly will not work is the threat that “the window for survival is closing fast.” Since 
the first Conference of Parties in 1995 in Berlin, | have seen it closing so many times that even if 


this time it should be true, it is not going to motivate anybody to act. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


Imploding the Carbon Economy 
Gus Speth 


| greatly admire and agree with Bill McKibben’s opening contribution to this forum. | have 
followed him into jail and would do so again, and agreeing with him in many contexts has 
proven graciously easy. | do want to lay out here my version of the case for systemic change. 
These comments are written from a US perspective, where our particularly virulent system of 


corporatist, consumerist capitalism highlights the imperative of deep change. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


Whatever gains can be made working within the current US system (and they can and must be 
considerable), lasting success will require transformations away from the following: 

e Anunquestioning commitment to economic growth at essentially any cost, including 
the costs of climate disruption; 

e Ameasure of that growth, GDP (Grossly Distorted Picture), that includes as positives such 
negatives as fossil industry growth, the costs of coping with climate change’s effects, and 
much else; 

e Powerful corporate interests whose overriding objective is to generate profit, including 
from avoiding the costs of the climate change they cause, and to expand; 

e Markets that systematically fail to recognize costs imposed on the environment unless 
corrected by government; 

e Government that is both subservient to corporate interests and deeply wedded to GDP 
growth; 

e Runaway consumerism spurred on endlessly by sophisticated advertising and gross 


disparities in status and lifestyle; and 
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e Social injustice, economic insecurities, and concentrations of wealth so vast that they 


paralyze effective political action. 


The United States will never be able to go far enough, or fast enough, doing the right things 
on climate, as long as our systemic priorities are ramping up GDP, growing corporate profits, 
increasing the incomes of the already well-to-do, neglecting the half of America that is just 
getting by, feeding runaway consumerism, focusing only on the present moment, facilitating 
great bastions of corporate power, helping abroad only modestly or not at all, and so on. As 
the Tellus Institute has put it, progress in the current system is not impossible, but it is like 


struggling up a very fast down escalator. 


It is not hard to sketch out policy and other initiatives that fundamentally alter the key features 
of the current system (see, e.g., my America the Possible: Manifesto for a New Economy). But 
itis hard to bring about real change in the prevailing order. And that is going to require a 
resounding YES in answer to question three of this forum ("Do we need a meta-movement?”): 
we desperately need a fusion of progressive forces, one that is prepared at this late date to risk 


everything. 


Scorn, rage, and many actions: 
protests coming round the world. 
Today we see but a fraction 

of banners yet to be unfurled! 


| do not see an inherent conflict between reformist and transformative actions, nor between 
problem-solving focused on particular goals and cross-cutting initiatives aimed at structural 
change. It is all going to be needed to move steadily through the stages of transformation 
while overcoming the many obstacles between where we are and new systems of political 
economy dedicated to the well-being of human and natural communities. Large 
opportunities for climate mitigation are available in the current system. It is vital to seize them 
where they exist, which today in the US is most often at the state and local levels. Moving to 
100% renewables can be achieved in ways that further energy democracy. Own your own 


utility! Local finance decisions can be done in ways that cut out big for-profit banks. Move your 
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money (from Wall Street)! New climate-related infrastructure and other investments can be 
done in ways that increase economic security and reduce family vulnerability as well as lead to 
the burgeoning of new enterprise types such as worker-owned co-ops, municipal companies, 


profit-not for profit hybrids, and public trusts. Good jobs for all! 


| have worked on the climate issue since | was in the Carter White House in the late 1970s, when 
we issued several reports calling for climate action. These forty years without effective action are 
the greatest dereliction of civic responsibility in the history of the republic. The world will pay a 
large price for it. It is hard for me to approach optimism without my guard up. Still, something 

is happening here today. The level of public, media and political attention is not nearly where it 
should be, but there some hopeful signs of movement in the right directions. Leading climate 
scientist Joachim Schellnhuber has said that “we need something really disruptive, which | 
would call an induced implosion of the carbon economy." He is on the right track. Our job is to 


make it happen, using all the tools we have. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


The Dramaturgy of Transformation 
Mimi Stokes 


About ten years ago, Bill McKibben wrote, with near audible exasperation, “What part of global 
warming don't we get?” As a dramatist trained in drama therapy and theater for social change, 
my immediate response was “What if the ‘part’ of global warming we don't get is the dramatic 
part?” McKibben’s question was my cue to find the dramatic parts of the global emergency, 
climate crisis, and meta-tragedy of a great extinction. | offer some of those surprising dramatic 
parts in my response to the three questions. The climate movement has excelled at resistance 
but is missing a crucial, essential element: a focus on repair. It is clear about what it is against, 
but largely mum on a restoration project equal to the scale of climate change damage. Unlike 
the anti-war movement, it lacks moral and spiritual power. We are shown images of the 
beauty of the earth and the losses of the world we and our kin were born into, but mostly to 
awaken individuals to act. If you love this earth, the message suggests, you will change your 


habits and join the resistance. 
What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


When | look at the decades of the climate movement from a dramatic perspective, | see 
climate activists, today, struggling to do the same thing the ancient Greek Tragedians 
struggled with, as they watched their leaders drive their empire toward a “tragic fall” of 
civilizational collapse: getting us to see how tragically we are acting and developing collective 
consciousness of a tragic reality, our part in it, and what to do about it. One formal definition 
of ancient Greek Tragedy is “a drama of cosmic death’; we are in one. The climate movement 
has set as its activist mission to bring us through our “real life” drama of cosmic death, alive on 


a livable earth, and transcend a tragic fate of human extinction. 
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| see the climate movement “faltering” at this mission for two connected, dramatic reasons. 
The first reason is that there may very well be nothing as difficult as getting humans to get a 
tragic reality and our part in it. Reflexively knowing ourselves as tragic actors in life meets deep 
cognitive and emotional resistance at many levels and degrees. Cognitively, our minds insist 
we would “never be so stupid” as to commit the tragic folly of driving ourselves to our own 


extinction, as many in the climate movement say about human-caused climate change now, 


and as people said about using the atom bomb before. Then, the United States did. 
Emotionally, our hearts, souls, spirit, psyche resist at the deepest level of our beings that we are 
acting contrary to our universal human desire for the “motion of our lives toward happiness,” as 
the Dalai Lama succinctly and eloquently puts it. The human heart has a hard time accepting 
that we would actively “move” our lives toward tragedy, toward anguish, suffering, pain, loss, 


rather than toward thriving, flourishing, just, and joyous lives. 


In short, both the human mind and the human heart struggle with the “tragic human identity” 


of becoming the one kind of actor in life none of us want to be. 


The issue for the climate movement, here, is that a tragic human identity is implied in the 
climate science, a dramatic subtext, if you will, of “the science as the story.” Underneath 
“human-caused climate change” and “a great extinction caused by humans” is an unspoken 
dramatic subtext that moderns are acting tragically. Worse, the scientific story implies, if not 
states overtly, that we are the most tragic actors on earth, ever, causing a great extinction. We 
don't like the “climate casting” the science gives us. We don’t want the role of the most tragic 


actors on earth, ever. 


My Western cultural ancestors, and perhaps yours, too, did not want the part either. The 
Hellenistic Empire is on the list of civilizations that failed to survive collapse. The untold, 
dramatic part of this history is that, exactly as the environmental and climate movements are 
doing today, the Dramatists, then, dedicated themselves to figuring out the acts that have the 
dramatic agency and power to bring us thriving through a “drama of cosmic death” of the 
world as we know it. Thriving through a tragic fate and tragic fall into collapse. Hellenistic 
leadership refused to do the acts, and chose to censor, criminalize, and banish the Dramatists 


into exile as enemies of the state, rather than make the dramatic changes to the militant, 
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misogynistic, and environmentally catastrophic Hellenistic Empire necessary to thrive through 
their drama of collapse. Leadership, today, makes the same choice: criminalize and censor 
climate and environmental activists who, exactly as the Dramatists did, have dedicated 


themselves to figuring out the acts to thrive through this. 


Why did they refuse? Why do they now? In a word: hubris. Hubris has far more dimensions than 
mere “pride” or narcissism The dimensions of hubris important for the climate movement to 
appreciate are, first, that hubris “kills the tragic messenger” by denying legitimacy and a voice to 
those who speak tragic truths to power. Second, hubris was defined as insane, wanton, reckless 
action on a cosmically catastrophic scale. Of all the dramatic parts of our ecological crisis that 
have surprised me on my dramatic environmental quest, hubris formally defined as insane 
action that destabilized the (sacred to the Greeks) Gaian Balance, may have been the most 
surprising. What we call “human-caused catastrophic climate destabilization and disruption” the 


Greeks called hubris and insanity. 


Third, hubris is a form of blindness; specifically, selfblindness, an inability to engage in reflexivity 
and Know Thyself as the tragic actor one is. Hubristic tragic actors—on the ancient Greek tragic 
stage, then; in the political theaters, now—“turn a blind eye” upon themselves, and do not see 
their own reckless, cosmically catastrophic action. The climate Denier and the current occupant 
of the US White House fit the role of the reckless, cosmically catastrophic, blind hubristic actor, 


who is the driver of collapse, to a terrible, perfect, tragic T. 


Hubris as self-reflexive blindness is the dramatic reason that protest activism and making 
demands of global leadership has not, and will not, work for the climate and environmental 
justice movements. The human afflicted with hubris ignores anything the protestors say; insists 


the protesters are wrong and deluded, and that they, themselves, are in “the right” and “great.” 


There is a specific strategy for dramatically effective messaging and a very specific type of story 
to tell, to overcome hubristic blindness and denial, and inspire action in and on unfolding tragic 
reality. If the climate movement has fallen short, as many believe, the dramatic reason is that 


the movement has not used the only messaging and story strategy ever devised for 
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overcoming hubristic delusion and denial, and inspiring action to transcend tragic fates and 


thrive through a real life drama of cosmic death—not yet. 
Cue: Next Steps/Next Stage/New Story 


The dramatic, activist strategy, story, and rules for effective messaging to overcome hubristic 
denial and inspire action were laid down by Aristotle in his Poetics about 200 years after the 
invention of Tragedy. Aristotle’s standards for effective Tragedy-making presented in his Poetics 
was an effort to give the Dramatists a new, effective strategy for facing their tragic reality. It 


seems to have come too late in the game for ancient Greece; | believe it is not too late for us. 


The reason for my optimism is that modern cognitive psychology and cognitive 
neurolinguistics strongly support the efficacy of Aristotle’s strategy, and that strategy can help 
develop the language to build robust, effective social movements. It should work—if we use it, 
as the climate and environmental justice movements have not yet done, and may yet work, 


even at this late stage of the game, in the eleventh hour. 
The three essential, core dramatic parts to this strategy/message/story are the following: 


e Replace the causal frame of the “science as the story” and its dramatic subtext with a 
reversal frame. Drop “human-caused climate change,” and replace it with “Fossil fuels 
have tragically reversed on us, from sources of thriving to drivers of mass failure to thrive; 
from beneficial fuels to fatal fuels. Capitalism has tragically reversed on us from survival of 
the fittest to inability to survive on earth”—and so on, identifying and naming all the 
tragic reversals, which are happening, now, in the present, shifting the climate 
movement's focus on the future to a problematical present demanding action now. The 
key is to show and explain how the tragic reversals are happening to everyone, including 
the elites and the Deniers. These reversals put us all into “double binds” in which we keep 
trying to “make a living” from things that are—now— “making a great dying” of all life on 
earth. 

e Then offer liberation from the “vicious cycle” of tragic reversals and double binds, as 


“what” acting boldly on climate change will give us. 
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e Use the actual theory of tragic fates, which was to transform tragic fates into eudemonic 
states of human Flourishment. The poet Robert Bly observed that all stories from the 
world’s mythopoetic story tradition teach us how to turn the “wound into the gift.” A 
“new climate story” needs to do the same, extending an invitation to turn the “wound” of 
catastrophic climate change, and the many wounds of colonialism, capitalism, and 
patriarchy, into the gift of creating a just and joyous, new global culture and planetary 
civilization. Reverse and transform the wound of climate change into the gift of 


thrivegenic systems change. 


| suggest an additional strategy for the climate movement that pertains to the political 
language of today: a radical reframe of the climate movement into “a right to life” movement 
that takes the cruel misogyny of the war against women, and uses its meme of “right to life” 
against it, reframing failure to act on climate change as denying a right to life—or perhaps, 
even better, the “right to live,” for all humans already born and yet to be born. This radical 
reframe would, at the very least, change the political conversation from climate change, to 


human life, which is the shift we need to build a meta-movement. 


Cue: Meta-Movement 


The final dramatic part of climate activism pertains to the perennial GTI quest for a meta- 
movement. Humans have tragic dramatic potential, but we also have wondrous and 
wonderful, courageous and creative, resilient dramatic potential. Humans can act in ways no 
other species can act. Those wondrous, courageous, creative, resilient ways need to be 


awakened and activated on a global scale of all humanity. 


The way | see to do that awakening and activating is with a powerful message about human 
agency and opportunity. Paul Raskin’s idea that we have been “rehearsing” for this present 
moment for all human history awakens a sense of agency. We then turn the “twelve-year 
window” the recent ICC report says we have into a window of opportunity to tap into the 
global fund of “eudaimonic wisdom” about how to live, thrive, and flourish on earth as human 
beings. A global fund of knowledge and wisdom about human Flourishment. If we tap into 


this global fund, it will give us the dramatic agency we need to thrive through the worst 
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tragedy in all human history, and do what hasn't been done before: craft a eudaimonic 
contract and compact between all the world’s peoples for how to thrive and flourish on earth, 
now. To make the mission of a meta-movement seizing our once-in-humanity chance to 
craft a “Flourishment Agreement” for all humans on earth to grant human generations 
already born and yet to be born a right to life on this beautiful biosphere, that’s the mantra 


and meme for a meta-movement right there. 
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GREAT TRANSITION INITIATIVE 


TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIVE VISION AND PRAXIS 


A Climate Emergency Plan 
Anders Wijkman 


| sincerely hope we can draw the right conclusions from this extremely rich discussion, agree 


on a way forward, and together help create the meta-movement many have been calling for. 
What is the Climate Movement’s State of Play? 


The Club of Rome launched its Climate Emergency Plan last October. The two main objectives 
were to change the tone of the debate and to make crystal clear the kinds of actions needed to 
meet the Paris Agreement’s goal of limiting warming to “well below 2° degrees.” We were utterly 
frustrated by the lack of urgency in the debate. The term “emergency” was rarely used, and most 
mitigation policies thus far were incremental in nature—when what is urgently needed is a 
thorough transformation of all major sectors in society. It is no exaggeration to state that climate 
mitigation has hardly begun. For example, my own country, Sweden, portrayed by many as a 
leader on climate change, has reduced territorial emissions by roughly 20% since 1990, but total 
emissions—including carbon embedded in imports, international aviation, and shipping—have 


in fact slightly increased. 


The debate did change after the launch of the IPCC 1.5° degree report. Before this report, 
concepts like “existential threat” and “emergency” were rare. Now, youth protests all over the 
world—inspired by the amazing Greta Thunberg—and the activities organized by Extinction 
Rebellion have changed things in a profound way. Several parliaments, among them the UK, 
have declared climate emergencies, but we should not fool ourselves—the scandalous political 
leadership in countries like the US, Brazil, and Russia clearly show that the battle is far from over. 
Divisions among European member states will also make it difficult for the EU to take a strong 
lead in the necessary transformation, although the strong performance by the Greens in the 
recent elections to the European Parliament may change things for the better. 
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While the tone of the debate has changed, people in general—here | include most policymakers 
—do not fully understand the difference between “incrementalism’ (the weak mitigation policies 
so far pursued) and “transformation” (the deeper mitigation we desperately need). The protests 
among the youth are commendable, but | hope they begin to develop calls for action by 


governments and the private sector that are as concrete as possible. 


The Climate Emergency Plan summarizes the most important actions needed: 


(1) Halt fossil fuel expansion and fossil fuel subsidies no later than 2020. Oil and gas majors 
continue to invest heavily in new oil and gas exploration with support from major banks. 
Investments in new oil, gas, and coal were more than three times larger in 2017 than 
investments in renewables. We need to coordinate campaigns to hold both oil majors and 


global banks accountable for the damage inflicted. 


(2) Ramp up investments in support of renewables in low-income countries. This action point is 
closely linked to limiting investments in fossil fuel exploration. A “budget approach” that 
allocates per capita emission rights within a global emissions budget would be a most effective 
policy tool. In parallel, pressure must be put on governments to meet their obligations to the 
Green Fund—we are far away from the $100 billion committed in Paris—and to make greater 
use of development aid money. Bringing access to modern energy carriers to poor people 
should be a top priority within development cooperation. Aid money could leverage significant 


private investments in renewables if organized properly. 


(3) Introduce realistic pricing and taxation to reflect the true cost of fossil use and embedded 
carbon. Carbon taxes and/or carbon fees are badly needed. Returning tax revenues to 
households—through so-called carbon dividends—is probably the best way for a carbon tax to 
be implemented in many countries. There are several campaigns ongoing, including a citizens’ 


petition within the EU, that should be promoted. 


(4) Replace GDP growth as the main objective for societal progress. This kind of reform is, of 
course, badly needed—and linked to the much larger discussion about the urgent need to 


rethink economics. 
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(5) Improve refrigerant management urgently. Poorly managed refrigerant systems, including 


refrigerant leakage, cause substantial GHG emissions that could be quite easily addressed. 


(6) Make use of exponential technology development to address GHG emissions. We need to 
pursue ways to align technology disruption with emissions reduction, especially in sectors 


where mitigation has been difficult. 


(7) Ensure greater material efficiency and circularity. Climate mitigation efforts have prioritized the 
transformation of energy systems. But the production of basic materials—like steel, cement, 
aluminum, and plastics—make up almost 20% of global carbon emissions. And demand for 
such materials is increasing rapidly. Roughly half of the urban infrastructure that will be needed 
in 2050 has not been built yet, but if it happens with conventional materials and technologies, 
we can forget about the Paris goals. The materials budget alone would exhaust the available 
carbon budget for the “well below the 2° degree target.” We need to move from a linear to a 
circular production model. This requires far more than tinkering with waste management 
legislation, e.g., to enhance recycling rates. Most of what is collected today has limited value. A 
circular economy requires products designed for circularity, and business models transformed 


from selling more stuff to offering high-quality services. 


(8) Accelerate regenerative land use policies. Protect and maintain healthy forests. Multiply 
investments in REDD+ projects (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation 
of forests plus enhancement of forest carbon stocks). Regenerate degraded lands. Support 


conservation/regenerative agriculture with incentives for farmers to build carbon in the soils. 


(9) Give priority to education and health services to promote reproductive health and rights, 
including family planning programs. Scale up commitments to achieve the ambitions set by 
Family Planning 2020, such as enabling 120 million more women and girls to use contraceptives 


by 2020. 


(10) Provide a just transition in all affected communities. The much-needed transformation will have 
winners as well as losers. Governments as well as companies must establish funding as well as 


retraining programs for displaced workers and communities 
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Since we are in an emergency—global emissions would have to be halved till 2030 and then 


halved again—the kind of actions listed above must be pursued vigorously. 
“System Change, Not Climate Change”? 


Humanity is facing systemic collapse on many fronts, including threats to the philosophical 
underpinnings of modern society such as democracy, respect for human rights, the rule of 
law, and science. Decades of exponential growth in both population and consumption is 
hitting the limits of the Earth's biosphere. Biodiversity loss and the rapid decline of major 


ecosystems constitute an existential threat to mankind comparable with global warming. 


The inability of our existing economic and finance systems to provide real quality of life and 
ensure decent standards of living across the globe has created social breaking points. The 
dominant neoclassical economic model was designed in an empty world, when the global 
population was around 2 billion people and the bounty of natural resources seemed endless. 
Today, we live in a full world of almost 8 billion people. Conventional economic growth 

is no longer sustainable, despite desperate efforts to keep it afloat with massive financial 
interventions such as “quantitative easing.” The prevailing mantra that all economic growth is 
good defies reality. There is an urgent need for new economic thinking and new indicators 


that value quality as well as quantity in our economic metrics. 


Having been active in politics for parts of my life, most recently in European politics, | do see 
neither the courage nor the curiosity among center-right or center-left political parties to 


chart a new course, to develop a new narrative for mankind. Green parties, while pushing for 


bold environmental policies, do not give sufficient priority to social objectives. None of the 
political parties seem to be clear about the huge changes that exponential technologies, in 
particular artificial intelligence, will trigger. Such technologies offer opportunities but also 


serious risks. 


Moreover, leading economists do not seem to understand the challenges ahead with regard to 
global warming and biodiversity loss, the trust deficit developing in society due to the 


increasing disparities in income and wealth, and job insecurity. The field of economics needs 
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somewhat of a revolution to transform conventional growth policies into a model where 


Planetary Boundaries are respected and where social objectives are met. 


Climate change requires swift action and the collective implementation of a comprehensive 
emergency action plan, such as the one outlined above. Parallel to that we need to address 
the wider issue of sustainability, including shifting values, reorganizing science and education 
away from today’s silos, and changing the economic model. While the issues at stake are 
difficult and complex, | am hopeful that we will be able in the near future to move both 
agendas forward. Failure is not an option. | believe the recent mobilization of young people 
all over the world brings hope. Let us find ways to strategize together for building a better 


future. 
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